Average looking really pretty model people: New ways of thinking about the fashion model for new times by Dwyer, Angela
  
 
Dwyer, Angela E. (2005) Average looking really pretty model people: 
New ways of thinking about the fashion model for new times. In Julian, 
Roberta and Rottier, Reannan and White, Rob, Eds. Proceedings 
Community, Place, Change, The Annual Conference of The Australian 
Sociological Association, Hobart, Australia. 
 
This is the author-manuscript version of this work - accessed from   
http://eprints.qut.edu.au
  
Copyright 2007 (please consult author) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1
Average looking really pretty model people: 
New ways of thinking about the fashion model for new times 
 
Angela Dwyer 
Faculty of Education, Queensland University of Technology 
ae.dwyer@qut.edu.au
Full Paper 
 
Abstract: This paper will explore how young people appear to be employing more 
sophisticated ways of thinking about popular media icons that transcend more 
dichotomous understandings reflected in the literature.  It appears that typically popular 
media icons are conceptualised in the literature in terms of a dichotomy: they influence 
young people in either negative or positive ways, never both.  Young peoples’ ways of 
thinking about these icons, however, appear to transcend these binaries, and even hold 
such binaries together in paradoxical ways.  As a ‘for instance’ of these new 
understandings, the paper draws on recent research conducted by the author about the 
fashion model.  The paper examines more specifically how young girls conceptualise the 
fashion model body in ways that hold together the typically dichotomous ways of 
thinking about fashion model reflected in the literature.  Whereas the literature sets up a 
discursive binary about the model body as either ‘fatal’ or ‘fun’, young girls draw on 
more erudite ways of thinking about the model body as both fatal and fun.  In light of 
this, the paper highlights the need to move to more ironic theoretical tools in order to 
better understand young peoples’ engagement with popular cultural icons in ‘new times’. 
 
Introduction 
This paper proposes the need to transcend more traditional ways of thinking about how 
young people engage with popular media icons in contemporary times.  In these so-called 
‘new times’ (Hargreaves 2003) where young people are increasingly drawing on new 
forms of literacy and ‘attentional economies’ (Lankshear & Knobel 2004), more 
traditional ways of conceptualising young people’s engagement with popular media 
icons, such as the fashion model, emerge as outmoded.  Carmen Luke (2004: 133) 
suggests that given that information, social and cultural landscapes are in perpetual flux, 
‘the need for an expanded form of literacy, one that takes account of today’s diversity of 
information modalities and media, is more crucial than ever’.  Young people appear to be 
inventing evermore multifaceted ways of engaging with popular media icons which 
transcend the neat binaries of bad/good influence that so typically permeate the literature. 
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This contention is particularly supported in recent research conducted by the author as 
part of a doctoral study.  This study sought to reconceptualise the fashion model as a 
pedagogue that instructs embodied knowledge about ‘ideal’ feminine bodily conduct to 
the young girl as attentive, gazing novice.  As part of the data collection, three focus 
groups were conducted with young girls (aged thirteen to fifteen years) in order to 
generate data about what young girls know about the fashion model and how they came 
to know these things.1  Emerging from these focus group transcripts is what may be a 
new, more intricate way of thinking about the fashion model body in particular, that 
surpasses the more typical dichotomous understanding of the model reflected in existing 
literature.  Whereas typically the literature reinforces an understanding of the model body 
as fatal or fun, with neither proponent willing to consider the perspective of the other, 
young girls appear to hold this dichotomy together in tension.  In order to examine this, 
then, this paper will embark on three tasks.  Firstly, the paper will discuss how the 
literature discussing the fashion model body reinforces a discursive opposition between 
fatal and fun.  Secondly, the paper will indicate how young girls appear to draw on 
Richard Rorty’s (1989) notion of irony in how they think the dichotomies of fatal/fun 
together in their accounts of the model body in focus groups.  Finally, it will consider 
how young girls’ accounts emerge as more sophisticated than those perspectives reflected 
in the literature, and will conclude by highlighting the need to use new conceptual tools 
to account for these new perspectives. 
 
Fatal or fun: the fashion model body in the literature 
There appears to be little doubt about the position of the fashion model body in existing 
literature discussing the relationship between the fashion model and the young girl.  The 
model body is increasingly reviled in the most dominant literature, while reverence 
permeates another smaller, more recent body of literature. 
 
Drawing particularly on medico-psychological and feminist research, the dominant 
literature situates the model in terms of ‘fatal embodiment’, a dangerous example of 
being too thin and too seductive for vulnerable young girls.  The fashion model 
represents an example of how not to embody femininity, an example of the unattainable 
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and unrealistic Western feminine ideal: a model of malignance.  Medical and 
psychological literature in particular emphasise how the fashion model embodies an ideal 
‘femaleness’ that is flawed and defective, unmanageable and ill-disciplined 
(Santonastaso, Mondini and Favaro 2002). 
 
The ‘fatal-ness’ of the model body is highlighted in researchers insistence on the inherent 
noxious-ness of this body.  The fashion model and her associated bodily practices, which 
in this body of literature include eating pathologies such as anorexia nervosa, are imbued 
with the potential to seep out and cause the minds and bodies of healthy young girls to 
become disordered and distorted (Stice, Spangler and Agras 2001).  This is particularly 
emphasised in medico-psychological literature on intervention, within which the fashion 
model body represents an unruly health hazard in need of control.  Some researchers go 
so far as to recommend posting ‘health warnings’ alongside images of fashion models in 
magazines (Cross 1997).  Here the young girl is situated as so ‘at-risk’ of being 
adulterated by images of the model body that direct intervention is required. 
 
Feminist literature builds further on this notion, arguing that the fashion model embodies 
and imposes an ideal of feminine fraudulence and fakery, a fractured and superficial 
embodiment of identity that denies and conceals their ‘real’ identities (Frost 2001).  An 
increasingly important element of the arguments of feminist researchers involves how 
they understand the body beautifying practices of the fashion model to be painful and, 
hence, oppressive.  This is, for feminist theorists, the essence of the patriarchal ‘fatal-
ness’ of the model body in Western culture (Oliver and Lalik 2000).  Feminist work, 
then, represents a ‘call-to-arms’ for young girls who are encouraged to reject all forms of 
fashion model embodiment and to look away from the model body in order to deprive it 
of its power to dominate and distort their lives (Kilbourne 2004).  
 
In contrast with the dominant literature, a smaller body of post-feminist literature 
celebrates the model as ‘fun embodiment’, an exemplar of female power and 
emancipation: a model of feminine fantasy.  Post-feminist theory emerged primarily in 
response to the pessimism reflected in more dominant literature and injected scepticism 
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into the contention that young girls have little, if any choice in practising the iconic 
feminine beauty embodied by the model.  Furthermore, they eschew the notion that 
valorising practices of femininity can be a wholly oppressive and disempowering 
experience for young girls.  They suggest in contrast that there is a lot of fun to be had by 
young girls who engage with feminine bodily practices.  Post-feminist writers argue that 
by manipulating their bodies to mimic those of fashion models, young girls are 
undermining the restrictive and oppressive codes of femininity in patriarchal Western 
culture (Walter 1998).  Theorists contend in particular that by engaging with the fashion 
model and the many ‘masks’ of femininity that she embodies, young girls are presented 
with the opportunity to ‘play’ (Hopkins 2002) with the feminine body.  This play, they 
suggest, constitutes one way that the young girl can undermine patriarchal social 
relations. 
 
Old ways of thinking in new times? 
What is made apparent above is how these literatures set up a discursive binary: the 
literature conceptualises the fashion model body as either fatal or fun.  These 
perspectives appear diametrically opposed, with neither proponent prepared to consider 
the viewpoint of the other.  More importantly, however, these perspectives emerge as 
outmoded in their refusal of the possibility that the model body may produce a range of 
effects for young girls, for better and worse.  This paper argues that in these ‘new times’, 
new ways of thinking are required in order to overcome these characteristically 
dichotomous and, hence, modernist ways of understanding the fashion model and popular 
media content more generally.  Carmen Luke (2004: 119) has argued that notions of 
‘media literacy’ need reworking to transcend the understanding that young people’s 
engagement with popular media content is ‘one-way’ and passive.  Susan Greenfield 
(2005) supported this at the recent 12th International Conference on Thinking stating that 
in postmodern times, there are certain ways that young people engage with popular 
cultural icons/knowledges/objects through immediate experiences of stimulation and 
simulation, and a ‘yuck/wow’ mode of being in the world.  Young people, Greenfield 
argues, appear to enact more complex ways of interacting with popular media content 
that overcome typical ideas about young people as critical or cultural dupes: they have 
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the skills to consider something yuck and wow in the same instance.  When engaging 
with popular media, then, young people are at the same time fault-finding and favourable. 
 
Fatal and fun: girls’ accounts of the fashion model body 
Recent focus group discussions with young girls (aged thirteen to fifteen years) about 
fashion models supported Greenfield’s (2005) notions of ‘yuck/wow’.  Young girls’ 
accounts of the fashion model body transgressed typical understandings of the fashion 
model as either bad or good but never both.  Indeed, a discourse analysis of young girls 
accounts highlighted how their conceptions of the model body appear to hold such 
dichotomies together.  In discussions about model bodies as they appeared on a video of 
the Melbourne Fashion Week parades in 2002, their comments emphasised the idea that 
‘they weren’t ugly but they weren’t that attractive’.  Another one of the models on the 
video appeared to inhabit the space between exposure and obscurity: ‘And she’s like 
covering herself up and she’s like showing off half her boobs’.  A picture of a more 
famous model, Gisele, was described by a participant in the following way: ‘Yeah she is 
really pretty…[and] really, really average and ordinary’. 
 
Discussions of the face of the fashion model also emphasised how oppositional ways of 
thinking are held together.  The young girls appear to hold together what would usually 
be considered two competing ideas about the model face.  For example: model make-up 
was described as ‘fake’ or ‘done up’ whilst at the same time ‘natural … ‘cos you can see 
all her pores’; the face was ‘smiling’ and ‘not smiling’, ‘serious’ and ‘all happy’, even a 
‘half smiling straight face’ was mentioned; the shape of the model face was ‘really pretty’ 
and ‘really odd’, even ‘too angular’.  The girls in the focus groups continually spoke 
about the shape and form of the fashion model face: it was consistently ‘perfect’ and 
‘pretty’, but most certainly at odds with this were their other explanations as ‘odd 
shaped’, ‘scary’, ‘weird’ and even ‘disgusting looking’.  At one and the same time the 
‘really beautiful and perfect’ model face was also ‘odd shaped’ and ‘weird looking’, with 
eyebrows that were ‘really weird’, ‘weirdo chins’, cheeks that were ‘bleugh’ and ‘yuck’, 
skin that was ‘all plastic’ and ‘gross’: overall, the ‘really pretty face’ was also described 
as ‘tired and dead looking’.  
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In general discussion about fashion models, the participants described the model body as 
‘jiggly’ and ‘toned’.  The fashion model walk was one aspect of the conduct of the model 
body where dichotomous ways of thinking are drawn together in tension.  The comments 
made by Marty2 in particular demonstrate this understanding of the model body: ‘Yah but 
it doesn’t look tense it jist doesn’t look toned’.  Tense-ness and toned-ness are drawn 
together here, as are notions of ‘softness’ and ‘hardness’ in the following excerpts: 
Clare: They bounce a lot when they walk and everything. 
Researcher: Yeah. 
Marty: But that’s really strange ‘cos then if you take like a photo 
of it all these like fat parts in their legs because they don’t have 
very much fat to even it out they’ve jist got like these two lines of 
fat on their legs and its all wobbling cos they really like stomp 
((sitting in chair, stomps her feet heel to toe alternating)) when 
they walk. 
Alessandra: Yeah they bounce and flounce. 
Clare: Yeah they do. 
Marty: Everything kinda jiggles then. 
 
In this segment of transcript, the ‘softness’ and ‘suppleness’ of the model body is noted 
by Marty who talks about it as ‘wobbly’ and ‘jiggly’.  Later in the focus group, Marty 
also notes that the model body is ‘very jolty, like jerky, like everything they do is really 
jerky…not smooth and nothings soft’.  The ‘tautness’ and ‘hardness’ of the model body 
is highlighted in these comments and, while these ideas might be situated in opposition to 
softness/suppleness, Marty draws these two juxtapositions together in a single 
understanding. 
 
Whilst space provisions are limited here, the discourse analysis indicated how young girls 
hold together seemingly contradictory ideas about the bodily practices conducted by the 
fashion model, as is highlighted in the following transcript excerpt: 
Researcher: What do models eat? 
Tracey: Nothing. 
Victoria: Nothing. 
Jill: Nothing. 
Researcher: Nothing? 
Jill: Well it depends on if they’re bulimic or not or if they’re 
anorexic. 
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Tracey: Except for the um the not too skinny ones. 
Jill: A whole lotta models are anorexic. 
Victoria: Yeah not the not too skinny ones jist the thin ones. 
Tracey: The right ones. 
Jill: They still try and eat less fat. 
Victoria: Yeah they eat less fat which is like good but they still 
eat normally pretty much yeah. 
Jill: I reckon some of the models probly make themselves put on 
weight because- 
Stacey: Yeah probly. 
Jill: Like they have so much pressure to be skinny and stuff so. 
 
In this example, the divide between ‘eating nothing’ and ‘eating normally’ is blurred and 
shifty at best.  The comments by Jill in particular demonstrate how two contrary ideas are 
drawn together and appear to cohabit in the body of the model.  In one instance, Jill notes 
that models eat nothing, eat something (‘less fat’), eat ‘lots’ in order to put on weight, and 
then reiterates the ‘pressure to be skinny’.  Overall, then, the more generalised 
understanding of the fashion model body evidenced in the young girls’ accounts could be 
regarded as both and neither wobbly and toned, pretty and average, covering up and 
showing off. 
 
Beyond fatal/fun binaries: irony as a postmodern conceptual tool 
What emerges in the above analysis is that young girls are talking about the body of the 
fashion model in increasingly paradoxical ways.  This paper suggests that by holding 
these dichotomies together, rather than continuing to separate them as does the literature, 
young girls are providing more sophisticated ways of thinking about the fashion model as 
a popular cultural icon.  The paper particularly reads these ways of thinking in terms of 
Richard Rorty’s (1989) concept of irony.  For Rorty, the notion of irony may be used an 
as analytical tool to re-describe more taken for granted understandings of social 
phenomena.  An ironic way of conceptualising social phenomena works with the 
intention of ‘holding incompatible things together because both or all are necessary and 
true’ (Haraway 1991: 149).  Re-theorised in this way, young girls’ accounts emerge as 
ironic and, hence, more erudite understandings of the model body because they hold 
together in tension seemingly oppositional ways of thinking in the same piece of text.  
While contrary understandings are indicated in the accounts of young girls, it is how 
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these contrary ideas are drawn together that is of interest in this paper.  Young girls’ ways 
of thinking about the fashion model, then, seem to transcend the perspectives of dominant 
literature by making it possible to think opposites together (McArdle and McWilliam 
2005).  Focus group discussions, then, highlight not only the simplistic, one-dimensional 
ways that existing research has come to think about the model, but also the need for a 
new conceptual architecture informed by irony to account for young girls’ more complex 
ways of engaging with the model. 
 
Ironic conclusions 
This paper has argued the importance of re-conceptualising how young people engage 
with popular media icons in postmodern times.  It has suggested that young girls’ ways of 
thinking about the fashion model in particular are not adequately accounted for in the 
literature discussing the fashion model.  The concept of irony has been proposed as a 
useful standpoint from which to re-think dichotomous perspectives typically situated as 
irreconcilable in the literature and to account more fully for young girls’ understandings 
of the fashion model.  Ironic ways of thinking, then, offer up a more complex and 
postmodern conceptual architecture that may more adequately account for the more 
sophisticated accounts of the fashion model produced in the talk of young girls. 
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1 The first focus group were not age specific and involved used snowballing to sample young girls in what 
might be called two ‘middle class’ suburbs in Brisbane, Queensland.  These samples consisted of the 
‘friendship groups’ of the young girls, including girls from Chinese and Greek ethnic backgrounds. 
2 All names have been changed to protect the identities of the participants. 
